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Executive summary 
In the study of social investment interventions there is a lack of qualitative research. Academics and policy makers 
alike have become increasingly interested in evidence based policy making. This focus has resulted in a great 
emphasis on studies that measure effects of for example prenatal care, early childhood education & care, training, 
active labour market policies, life-long learning and rehabilitation. Less attention has been paid to the qualitative 
dimensions of the resulting interventions of for example the first visit in first trimester by a midwife, participatory 
learning, dual vocational training or housing adaptations. 
Social investment problems are very complex as evidenced by the fact that they need the expertise from several 
professions, the planning from various managerial levels and targeting on a number of societal levels. In essence, 
they can be described as ‘wicked’ problems – problems that defy any effort to delineate them, to describe them 
from one perspective and to resolute them by any one actor. 
Boundary spanning is introduced as a qualitative concept relevant for the study of social investment interventions. 
The concept is born out of a recognition in both management and public administration that many problems are 
‘boundary spanning’ and inherently difficult to resolve. 
The paper uses an exploratory research design to investigate what insights and ideas the boundary spanning 
function can contribute with to the study of social investment interventions. It aims to develop new problem 
formulations and hypotheses for further research. 
The paper discusses how effect studies on social investment interventions have been guided by a temporal concept 
able to grasp how the different policies and resulting interventions play together and how their effects accumulate 
over time. 
The paper then shows how the boundary spanning concept adds to a spacial dimension in that it is able to describe 
the intricacy and in depth workings of the collaborative environment of the interventions. 
Specifically, the boundary spanning function can enable an understanding of how specific actors make the uniting 
of various interests, professions and organizations possible. The function can both be a dedicated one or it can 
also be a part of another job the employee does. By looking into and finding these specific actors, interesting and 
important knowledge is gained for policy makers and administrators in terms of implementation of the 
interventions they already know work. 
The boundary spanners may have different roles depending on where they work and they may exist in 
interventions. The reticulist is specifically concerned with network management and functions as an informational 
intermediary. She can be concerned with bridging knowledge between teachers, psychologist, social workers and 
other ‘bureaucrats’. The interpreter/communicator is concerned with cultural boundaries and is capable of managing 
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people from diverse background such as for example drug users and hospital personnel. The coordinator is 
concerned with organizing collaboration between different interests, professions and organizations such as 
between handicapped people, the municipality planning housing adaptations to accommodate the needs of 
handicapped and constructors. The entrepreneur is concerned with overcoming systemic barriers and brings in new 
knowledge. Best practices and knowledge of new interventions or practices is shared and diffused by her. 
The focus on boundary spanners in social investment interventions make this paper able to create hypotheses for 
further studies. First, boundary spanners are part of a causal mechanism contributing to the effectiveness of social 
investment interventions and second, the specific effect of the intervention on the target group could not have 
been achieved without a boundary spanning function. 
It further lets the paper raise interesting questions about first, how the respective collaborative networks that 
boundary spanners bind together in a specific intervention look like and second, what it takes to make different 
individuals collaborate towards a common goal in specific interventions. 
Chapter One is the paper’s introductory chapter, outlining the problem of lacking qualitative research in the study 
of social investment interventions, presents the boundary spanner concept shortly and states the problem 
formulation. 
Chapter Two presents the exploratory research design along with the methodological implications of this choice. 
Chapter Three tries to illustrate the complexity of social investment interventions. It introduces the idea of ‘wicked 
problems’ and shows how social investment problems are in essence wicked. 
Chapter Four builds on the previous chapter and seeks to explore how the boundary spanning concept can add to 
a qualitative orientation in the study of social investment interventions. It introduces boundary spanning and shows 
how this concept has been developed to tackle wicked problems, then the chapter explores what a focus on 
boundary spanning can contribute with in the study of social investment interventions. The chapter specifically 
discuss the temporal and spacial dimensions of the study of social investment interventions. Lastly, the paper 
develops problem formulations and hypotheses for future research. 
Chapter Five is the paper’s concluding chapter where the main points are summed up and presented in a clear 
fashion. The ideas, hypotheses and questions that the explorative analysis provided will be explicitly stated here. 
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Chapter One – Introduction 
Problematizing the lack of qualitative studies in the discipline 
European welfare states, just like other advanced industrial nations, are gradually but with increasing pace, 
developing into knowledge economies (Powell & Snellman, 2004). The transition towards a knowledge economy 
entails a greater reliance on production and services based on knowledge-intensive activities instead of natural 
resources and physical inputs (ibid: 201). 
Social investment is about enhancing and protecting individuals’ capabilities in a knowledge economy (for a 
comprehensive overview see Morel et al, 2012). Such policies serve to make life transitions easier and keep 
individuals ‘on track’ through their life with preventive measures. These policies are usually comprehensive, holistic 
and long term in nature and require extensive information about the client/patient, the problem and the necessary 
remedying actors and institutions to be executed properly. 
To accommodate the need of policy makers to take evidence-based decisions, studies on social investment 
interventions have typically embraced a quantitative/experimental design (see Jarvie, 2012 for an example on 
ECEC1) and this type of literature is often systematically organized into reviews or meta-analyses. These studies 
have generally contributed to an understanding of the effects of social investment interventions, such as early 
childhood education & care, on academic achievement. In fact, they have demonstrated the importance and 
effectiveness of such interventions while emphasizing their potential for return on investments (Barnett, 1998). 
However, the sole focus on effects omits information on the causal mechanisms of such interventions which is 
equally important to the effective execution of them. Qualitative studies are needed to shed light upon these 
mechanisms and contexts to better understand what makes social investment interventions work. 
What has become clear from previous studies is that effective execution of social investment policies requires 
individuals and organizations who possess knowledge from different communities of practice and are capable of 
sharing it. There is a need for a qualitative concept capable of describing the premises of this intense collaboration 
since this coupled with effect studies fully informs policy makers about the ‘what’, ‘when’, ‘how’ and ‘whom’ and 
the intricacy of social investment interventions. 
To put focus on the interconnectedness of both actors and institutions involved in the execution of social 
investment policies this paper introduces the concept of boundary spanning to the study of social investment 
interventions. Boundary spanning is originally a management concept, but has found its use in governance. It 
describes individuals and organizations who possess relevant knowledge on multiple professional disciplines and 
managerial levels. Boundary spanners are capable of moving and communicating horizontally or vertically between 
                                                          
1 Early childhood education & care 
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these areas and often act as ‘knowledge brokers’ or ‘coordinators’ diffusing knowledge from one field to another 
and organizing collaboration (Williams, 2002). 
What is a social investment intervention? 
For the purpose of this paper it is necessary to make a distinction between social investment policy and social 
investment interventions. In practice they are entangled, but for analytical purposes this paper separates them. In 
this paper, policy refers to agreements between governmental actors of the need for e.g. prenatal care to encourage 
positive cognitive and social developments in children. Interventions refer to field tested arrangements, such as the 
first visit by a midwife in the first trimester of pregnancy, directed at a specific target group, such as disadvantaged 
parents. This can be implemented policy, but it can also be specifically constructed cases meant to test a specific 
effect on a specific target group. 
Multiple interventions exist per policy area such as early childhood education & care (ECEC). One example of an 
intervention is HighScope, an educational programme with emphasis on active participatory learning, meant to 
develop childrens’ learning capabilities, their confidence and independency while providing them with an academic, 
a social and a physical foundation (Epstein, 2016). This intervention has shown to be effective. Following the 
participants through 40 years Heckman et al have conservatively computed that for every one invested dollar in 
the programme there was a thirteen dollar saving to society because of less costs from special education, public 
assistance, unemployment benefits, and crime (2009). 
The study of social investment interventions is the study of these multiple interventions be they HighScope or 
others. When this study refers to ‘social investment policies’ it does so explicitly and these are general such as the 
ECEC. ‘Social investments’ or ‘social investment interventions’ are used interchangeably and describes specific 
interventions such as HighScope. 
Problem formulation 
To fully be able to implement social investment policies and consequently make social investment interventions 
on a national scale, knowledge is needed on how to execute this implementation. This paper proposes that the 
boundary spanning concept is a useful tool for the study of social investment interventions in that it adds to a 
much needed qualitative orientation to complement the already existing quantitative. An important argument in 
this paper is that to guide social investment policy-making there is a natural need for effect studies. Effect studies 
measure the average effect that an intervention has and can be used to guide policy towards the use of certain 
interventions while discarding others. However, it is difficult to use effect studies as a tool in direct implementation 
since they are less concerned with describing the context and causal mechanisms of the interventions.  
The primary focus on quantitative studies in the study of social investment interventions and the recognition that 
this is good to inform policy makers on what works, but provides less knowledge on how it works, this paper 
proposes the following problem formulation: 
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What new insights and ideas can the analysis of boundary spanning functions add to the study of social 
investment interventions? 
This formulation is sufficiently open to embrace the intended exploratory research design and will enable the paper 
to explore a new area only to a lesser extent touched upon by social investment scholars. 
The structure of the paper 
In Chapter Two the paper’s exploratory research design is presented along with the methodological implications of 
this choice. 
Chapter Three tries to illustrate the complexity of social investment interventions. First it introduces the idea of 
‘wicked problems’ and shows how social investment problems are in essence wicked, that is, they are very complex. 
Chapter Four builds on the previous chapter and seeks to explore how the boundary spanning concept can add to 
a qualitative orientation in the study of social investment interventions. First it introduces boundary spanning and 
shows how this concept has been developed to tackle wicked problems, then the chapter explores what a focus on 
boundary spanning can contribute with in the study of social investment interventions. The chapter specifically 
discuss two dimensions of the study of social investment interventions: a temporal and a spacial one. 
The existing temporal dimension is illustrated by the use of the life course perspective to map policies and their 
interactions over time. The less developed spacial dimension should describe the context and causal mechanisms 
of the interventions. Boundary spanning adds to this dimension by putting a focus on the collaborative relationship 
between actors and institutions. 
Chapter Five is the paper’s concluding chapter where the main points are summed up and presented in a clear 
fashion. The ideas, hypotheses and problem formulations that the explorative analysis provided will be explicitly 
stated here. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Martin Riis Illum International Public Administration & Politics February 1, 2016 
46724 Roskilde University 
Page 9 of 28 
 
Chapter Two – Research Design 
This chapter will lay out the research design of the paper and discuss methodology. 
What is methodology? 
Methodology is ‘thinking about thinking’ or in other words thinking about your choice of methods, conceptual 
frameworks and how they work (Sartori, 1970: 1). According to Sartori being conscious about the methods and 
concepts you use is a step forward towards achieving scientifically valid results (ibid). Being unconscious about 
them makes you unable to see over the tip of your nose. Sometimes you will have to take a step back and see if 
what you or others are doing is the best way to do things – that is, if the method or concepts used are good 
enough to understand the question you are asking. Sartori wanted to make comparative political scientists 
become conscious without being overly conscious (ibid). He wanted them to think about especially how they 
used and formulated concepts for the use in comparative methods because in his view without precise concepts 
to guide the study of the field in question ‘data misgathering is inevitable’ (ibid: 80). To him, concepts are not 
only elements of theoretical systems but especially useful for fact-gathering. Precise and unambiguous concepts 
help the collection of useful data while adding validity in comparative use (ibid). Much in the same vain this 
paper wants explore the use of boundary spanning as a guide to qualitative data gathering in the study of social 
investment interventions. 
Exploratory research and it methodological implications 
This paper seeks to advocate for a qualitative turn in the study of social investment interventions by introducing 
to the field the concept of boundary spanning. It tries to show that this concept can help the study of social 
investment interventions by guiding towards related actors and institutions involved in specific collaborative efforts 
directed at effective execution/implementation of polices. It does so by employing an exploratory research design 
to provide insights into how the boundary spanning concept fits with- and can help the study of social investment 
interventions. Exploratory research is ‘a means to define the necessary questions and hypotheses for developing 
consecutive studies’ (Streb, 2010: 372). It is in essence a probing into a new area where there is not much literature. 
The goal is to guide future research by generating new ideas and assumptions. 
This exploratory approach has some methodological implications to consider. One of these is the ability to explore 
and probe into a new area. In terms of the present study it may seem a bit stretched as it is difficult to see and 
argue that there is untrodden ground in this area and one may ask why an exploratory research design is necessary 
or even valid. However, there is untrodden ground in the sense that the qualitative dimension is very 
underdeveloped and that boundary spanning to the writer’s knowledge has never been worked into social 
investment thinking before. The introduction of a qualitative concept into the study of social investment 
interventions is new and this study is thus meant to explore what ideas and hypotheses such a combination can 
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generate. The study is meant to show what interesting new ground there is for scholars to investigate when they 
put on their boundary spanner glasses while gazing at social investment interventions. Again, to reference Sartori, 
precise concepts help fact gathering and the collection of useful information (ibid). In this sense, this study is 
methodological or more precisely ‘methodologically exploratory’ as it explores how the analytical toolbox of the 
study of social investment interventions can benefit from the addition of the boundary spanner concept. 
Evidently an exploratory research design is not capable of being explanatory or even descriptive. It cannot answer 
questions about causality or explain a certain event’s causal relationships, nor can it provide dense descriptions of 
a case with explicit details relevant for policy making. The purpose is rather to gather new insights and open doors 
that were not previously considered and to ‘get creative’. It may not be generalizable to a wider whole or be able 
to come with definitive conclusions, but it can be good enough to show that there is something to come for and 
generate ideas about how to further approach. 
Qualitative versus quantitative methods? 
Advocating a qualitative turn is problematic because it implies that it is better than the alternative. However, this 
paper does not advocate a use of qualitative methods on the ground that they are better – this is of no concern, 
but rather that qualitative methods are different from quantitative methods. They simply provide another view of 
the world equally relevant to that of quantitative methods. 
Generally, quantitative and qualitative methods are capable of answering different questions or delivering different 
perspectives on the same problem. A popular quantitative design to support evidence-based policy making is the 
experimental. It comes in various forms, but the one in highest regard is a random control trial (RCT). An RCT is 
often referred to as the ‘gold standard’ of knowledge production and it is a rigorous type of experimental study, 
used in evidence-based policy making (Paslawski, 2010: 107) (an example is the SFI’s2 collaboration with the 
Campbell Collaboration in making Meta-analyses based on preferably RCT’s). The RCT is meant to test one 
independent variable’s effect on a dependent variable. Validity of the test results is secured through randomization 
of the dependent variable included and controlling for effects of other variables by the blinding of participants in 
the research group and control group or by the double blinding of both participants and researchers. The result is 
a measure of the average effect the independent variable has on the dependent one which makes the RCT very 
well suited for comparability and generalizability. In social science it is often hard to conduct fully fledged RCTs 
due to the difficulty or impossibility of randomizing the dependent variable, hence the use of quasi-experimental 
studies, but in recent years RCTs have made more of an impact with the development of evidence-based policy 
making. 
Prominent scholars in methodology hold that qualitative and quantitative methods are equally useful in research 
and that the polarizing debate between the two is unfruitful for the advancement of the social sciences (Mahoney 
                                                          
2 The Danish National Centre For Social Research (SFI) 
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& Goertz, 2006). However, in the study of social investment interventions there is a tendency to favour quantitative 
designs. This has provided the field with invaluable insights into effects of social investment interventions. While 
the effects are widely documented, there is less knowledge of causal mechanisms or context – areas qualitative 
designs are specifically concerned with. 
Often social science problems are so complex that to single out one variable is problematic because it may show 
to have no effect on its own. This is an important fact to consider since the difficulty to estimate the causal 
relationship of one variable does not necessarily mean that this variable does not have an effect in combination 
with others. 
That RCT’s or experimental studies in general are not meant to provide information about causal mechanisms and 
context is evident. Therefore there is a need to look for ways to incorporate a qualitative view into the study of 
social investment interventions. In this paper it is done by introducing the concept of boundary spanning to the 
study of social investment interventions. Hopefully, this will generate new ideas and insights of the area and make 
scholars more aware of the qualitative dimension. 
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Chapter Three – The complexity of social 
investment problems 
The chapter at hand is meant to show how the problems that social investment interventions target are very 
complex in nature. It begins with describing the notion of ‘wicked problems’ and then provides an overview of 
the background behind social investments and the developments that have made investing socially ever more 
important for governments. Finally, the chapter argues that the problems social investments are meant to tackle 
are in essence wicked problems. The next chapter shows how boundary spanning tackle wicked problems and thus 
is relevant in a social investment context. 
A world of complexity 
In 1973, Rittel & Webber contrasted social science problems to those of the natural sciences and formalised the 
term ‘wicked problems’ to describe their different and not as straight forward nature. Social science problems are 
described as wicked because they ‘defy efforts to delineate their boundaries and identify their causes, and thus to 
expose their problematic nature’ (Rittel & Webber, 1973: 167). This fact has become more pronounced with public 
sector expansions, increasing demand from citizens, contracting out, privatization of public enterprise and 
emergence of cross cutting policy areas resulting in increased fragmentation of services which has made 
collaboration more important, as Kooiman adeptly describes: 
No single actor, public or private, has the knowledge and information required to solve complex 
dynamic and diversified problems; no actor has an overview sufficient to make the needed 
instruments effective; no single actor has sufficient action potential to dominate unilaterally in a 
particular governing model (1993: 4). 
Complex problems or ‘wicked’ problems are thus best resolved with intense collaboration among different 
disciplines, actors and governmental levels, both public and private. This has spurred the debate on the need for 
boundary spanning individuals whose job is characterised by interactions with and the possession of knowledge of 
other disciplines and managerial levels than their own (Williams, 2002). 
Investing socially, the background 
The term social investment may be new, but the content and meaning of it is not. Since the 1930’s where Myrdal 
& Myrdal emphasized the ‘productive’ side of social policies, social investment has been on the Swedish public 
agenda (1934). Ever since, social investments has become a core feature of the Nordic countries’ welfare model 
while it to various degrees have been implemented elsewhere (Bouget et al, 2015). Recently, it reached the agenda 
of the European Union with the launch of the Social Investment Package (European Commission, 2013a; 2013b). 
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The development of social investments is strongly related to the emergence of new social risks. Contemporary 
welfare states and individuals in them face a reallocation of social risks and several scholars have described the 
developments (Esping-Andersen, 2002; Hacker, 2004; Taylor-Gooby, 2004; Bonoli & Natali, 2005). The scholars 
mention four concrete developments: 
1) Labour market – the link between education and employment has been tightened, meaning possessing 
relevant knowledge is becoming increasingly important for attaining a job. 
2) Family and gender roles – family patterns have shifted towards two-earner as women increasingly 
participate in the labour market which has implications for care of children and elderly. 
3) Demography – the relative and absolute proportion of elderly is increasing while the total fertility rate is 
below the sustainable level (i.e. 2.1) in many countries which strains the new families and welfare state 
budgets. 
4) Welfare state structure – the balance of risks between individuals and the welfare state is challenged due 
to shifts in scope and effectiveness of social policies. 
These developments create new social risks that confront individuals in the following ways: 
First of all, as the economy is becoming increasingly knowledge dependent, low skilled workers are pushed into a 
precarious situation in regard to the labour market (Esping-Andersen, 2002: Taylor-Gooby, 2004; Bonoli, 2005). 
Where they could previously uphold a decent living, now they face more often low pay, unemployment, and 
precarious jobs. They lack the skills needed to gain access to the labour market, they may not be able to upgrade 
these skills and they lack the work record to obtain adequate social security. Life chances depend on the individual’s 
learning capabilities and it’s accumulation of human capital as the economy is more and more dependent on 
knowledge. This disadvantage tend to be reproduced vertically through the generations (Najman et al, 2004) and 
thus ‘the impact of social inheritance is as strong today as ever’ as Esping-Andersen puts it (2002). 
Second, it has become increasingly difficult to balance paid work and family responsibilities – especially in terms 
of childcare and care for the elderly (Taylor-Gooby, 2004; Bonoli, 2005). Women have made a huge move into the 
labour market and families now often consist of two earners compared to the previous single earner, primarily 
being a male. Lacking family support as a child or an elderly makes for a new social risk and having to take care of 
a frail elderly or child also poses as a risk for the family. In fact young women this often means postponement of 
childbearing which has heavily impacted fertility statistics in western societies (Caldwell & Schindlmayr, 2003). 
Third, risk is becoming increasingly individualized as Jacob S. Hacker shows (2004). Welfare states have been 
regarded as giants not easily toppled and, measured by expenditure, they have survived the age of retrenchment 
(Pierson, 1996). However, where welfare schemes may not have been cut, they have undergone a shift in focus 
and scope that changes the balance of how risk is shared between the state and individuals (Hacker, 2004). 
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Consequently, the target group of the old policies may have disappeared entirely, while the policy is the same, but 
new and untargeted groups have developed and are thus without coverage. 
The developments have meant that European governments and academics have sought for possible measures to 
protect against the new social risks that welfare states and their populations face (see Morel et al, 2012 for a 
comprehensive overview). Therefore, political and academic interest in social investment policies has grown and 
promising insight from social investment interventions have consequently moved the topic up the political agenda. 
Social investments are preventive measures that have potential human and economic returns. Directing public 
expenditure towards for example prenatal care or early childhood education & care are investments in the sense 
that they mitigate the transfer of disadvantage from parents to their children. For a full overview of social 
investment policies from which the different interventions originate see Figure 1 in the next chapter. 
All preventive measures have in common the potential for return on investment, meaning they could ease the 
pressure on the welfare states’ budgets while not hampering quality of services and, in effect, the quality of life for 
the involved individuals (although it is exceedingly difficult to measure the exact return on investment for many 
policies). 
The wickedness of social investment problems 
It is evident from the above that new social risks involve many policy areas to be resolved effectively. Social 
investments are meant to tackle these very complex problems by serving as preventive measures mitigating their 
negative impact. 
That social investment problems are not easily resolved is demonstrated, for example, by Balbo et al (2013) who 
are reviewing the determinants behind the ageing demographic trends in advanced societies. They show that what 
determines whether you are going to have a child or not and when you will have it is tremendously difficult to say 
precisely. However, they group determinants into macro- (culture and institutions), meso- (social relationships and 
networks) and micro level determinants (individual and/or couple) depending on where they originate (ibid). One 
policy would never work. The fertility problem is a remarkable example of a wicked problem – a problem defying 
attempts to be delineated and which is not resolvable by any one actor or institution. 
Likewise, Heckman (2000) has shown that there are multiple roads to skill formation. In his study he shows that 
the education system is overvalued in terms of skill formation and directs attention to the other factors that shape 
a human being’s learning capabilities such as families, firms and non-institutional settings. This is consistent with 
other findings illustrating how human beings are malleable by external stimuli from the conception and throughout 
life and how these impact academic achievements and job attainment (Hannon, 2003; Doyle et al, 2009). A bad 
external stimuli is for instance a mother’s alcohol or drug use as it has a high risk of impairing the child’s cognitive 
and social development (Irner, 2012). As shown by Heckman, depending on how skill formation was facilitated 
(or not) ‘success or failure in this stage feeds into success or failure in school which in turn leads to success or 
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failure in post-school learning’ (2000: 5). This is another example of a wicked problem where the resolution, that 
is, good skill formation, depends on a lot of factors not possible for one single actor to achieve. 
The above concrete examples show how social investment problems are basically wicked and that these are defined 
by an interrelatedness, a crossing of boundaries and require the collaboration of several actors to tackle. In short 
for their resolution a holistic world view in policy making and execution is needed.  
Collaboration is thus becoming increasingly important, but do actors really work together to solve problems instead 
of in sequence? If they do, how do they do it? If not, why not? And how do they else work towards solving complex 
problems? The boundary spanner concept enables scholars to look for answers to these questions. 
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Chapter Four – Spanning boundaries to 
resolve complex problems 
This chapter will explore how boundary spanning can aid the study on social investment interventions by providing 
the scholar in question with a qualitative concept to comprehend the collaboration between different actors 
involved in the effective execution of policy. 
It then discusses the ability of scholars to comprehend the temporal dimension of social investment interventions 
through the life course perspective and argues that the boundary spanner concept can help scholars understand 
the spacial dimension consisting of various individuals and institutions not previously considered to the same 
extent. 
On the basis of this ideas, questions and possible hypotheses will be formulated in accordance with the exploratory 
research design. 
Introducing the boundary spanner 
Coined by Tushman in 1977, the boundary spanner concept has its origins in management. Specifically it was a 
function developed to help R&D departments to collect and diffuse innovations/knowledge to other departments 
in the organisation and thus overcome silo thinking. 
Silo thinking is a problem because it does not permit learning between departments or organisations. The silo’s 
boundaries can be physical such as those between departments in an organisation or between organisations. 
However, such boundaries can also be cultural in the sense that different departments or units develop their own 
norms, values, time frames and coding for assessing information effectively (March & Simon, 1958). This is 
problematic for the dissemination of knowledge across or between organisations. Boundary spanners in this sense 
are knowledge brokers, they understand and can move across both physical and cultural boundaries. They are able 
to effectively communicate between these silos and make the whole organisation learn and innovate. 
The concept has since been adopted in the literature on public governance and administration because of the 
recognition that complex problems require the collaboration of several actors as no one possess the full knowledge 
to tackle them, as described by Kooiman (1993). Williams has operationalised the concept for use in public 
administration (2002; 2012). Boundary spanners according to him ‘engage in ‘boundary spanning’ activities that 
cross, weave and permeate many traditional boundary types, including organisational, sectoral, professional and 
policy’ (2012: 1).  
The boundary spanner can be a number of persons (ibid: 32-33). It can be a function of an employee as part of 
her work or it can be a dedicated role. Persons who take upon themselves the boundary spanning role is often 
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leaders or managers, but can just as well be practitioners or what Lipsky calls street-level bureaucrats (1980). The 
street-level bureaucrats are capable of understanding both organisational and citizen/client needs, their different 
cultures and tries to balance their often opposing demands. 
Individuals working as boundary spanners wear many ‘hats’ throughout their day and therefore possess broader 
and more complete knowledge of the structure and tasks within and across organisations. As they cross the 
boundaries of the organisation, both within it and beyond it, they become extremely useful in tackling problems 
where many disciplines, departments or even organisational levels need to speak together. They become crucial in 
overcoming ‘wicked’ problems as they are capable of overcoming the silos hindering different communities of 
practice in speaking together and work towards the resolution of an advanced issue. 
The concept can thus be prone to ‘conceptual stretching’ as Sartori described (1970) where the concept is 
everything and thus explains nothing. It is therefore important to note, then, what a boundary spanner is not. 
Boundary spanning is not the occasional meeting in the cafeteria between the girl working in IT and the guy 
working in the Communications Office. It is neither the planned meeting between the politician and her 
bureaucracy – however, the meeting may have been facilitated by a coordinating boundary spanner who is able to 
speak both the ‘political’ language as well as the ‘bureaucratic’. Knowledge sharing can happen without anyone 
crossing any boundaries. Knowledge sharing becomes boundary spanning when the knowledge shared is not 
distorted to fit the meaning of the receiving end, but converted by an individual into a meaningful language in 
which the intention and significance is retained. 
This first section introduced boundary spanning. It described its emergence in management to aid R&D 
departments in collecting and diffusing knowledge and how it was adopted and used in the literature on public 
governance and administration. By now, it is evident that boundary spanning is a possible solution to wicked 
problems as it can further deep collaboration and knowledge sharing between actors and therefore overcome silo 
thinking. 
Boundary spanners can bridge knowledge between individual silos, but to what extent do they exist? Is it a 
dedicated role or just another task for the employees to accomplish? If it is just one task of many for the employee 
does it not risk being an extra burden? How is the potential of the boundary spanning activity best achieved? These 
are questions relevant for the study of public administration as well as for the study of social investment 
interventions. 
Complex problems require a holistic orientation 
As shown, the overarching goal of social investments is to combat new social risks that both welfare states and 
their subjects face. New social risks can be characterised as wicked problems presented in the previous chapter. 
The solutions to these problems are more holistic and less atomistic. A problem of for example ineffective skill 
formation having a number of consequences cannot be solved by one actor alone as the problem itself transgresses 
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both temporal and spacial boundaries. In the next two sections this paper will argue that the study of social 
investment interventions have been guided by a temporal concept providing the evidence for sketching out the 
different policies needed at various points in time. However, it will be argued that it lacks a concept to fully grasp 
the space that these interventions are part of. Figure 1 maps relevant social investment policies in a temporal 
dimension. Table 1 illustrates social investment policies and examples of their corresponding interventions. 
The holistic orientation of social investments: Life course as an temporal dimension 
The study on social investment interventions are guided by a temporal dimension in that it recognises how different 
policies interplay over time. An example of this is found in Bouget et al’s report on ‘Social Investment in Europe: 
A study of national policies’ where they write: 
‘On the one hand, policy interventions should be conceived in a life course perspective, i.e. they should 
represent a continuum of measures accompanying people throughout the key stages of their lives: 
childhood, working-age and parenthood, and old age. On the other hand, measures related to the 
various policy areas should be complementary and mutually reinforcing. In other words, the development 
of institutional complementarities is a necessary condition for the implementation of successful 
social investment strategies. In particular, the availability of quality and enabling social services has 
a key role to play in ensuring the integration of policy measures’ (2015: 5) (emphasis in source). 
This life course perspective is used to guide social investment research as well as policy making. It was developed 
in sociology to aid the study of human lives through increased focus on longitudinal studies (Elder Jr et al, 2003) 
– studies that employ a research design where the same individuals/sample are followed through time (Court: 
2010). This perspective made researchers able to record how people were living their lives and to see how different 
life decisions and pathways influenced future developments and aging (ibid) and enables policy makers to see how 
different policies play together. 
The life course perspective is meant to replace the narrower ‘life cycle’ perspective that did not fully comprehend 
the social construction of human lives, rather it described the biological ageing – age was thus defined by the 
biological age. With the life course perspective, age is more fluid and it recognises that people age differently. A 75 
year old may be old in biological terms, but may not be regarded as such because of her lifestyle and general 
capabilities.  
The life course perspective and the understanding of individuals’ path through life both biologically and socially is 
important in social investment terms in that it takes into account ‘the dynamic and multidimensional nature of 
social issues and social investments’ (Kvist 2015a: 131). 
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The accumulation of events through the life course of an individual is a huge factor in determining future job 
positions or unemployment in prime age, and affects old age life quality as shown. Transitions through the life 
stages can be eased by effective interventions at critical points in time. This temporal dimension is effectively 
captured by the life course perspective illustrated by Figure 1 borrowed from Kvist (2015b: 58). The figure 
demonstrates well the possible social investment policies that an individual can be affected by through the course 
of her life and what returns/effects these may have. It is crucial in understanding how policies interrelate through 
time, how there are many interrelating variables in shaping an individual’s life and how the timing of each policy is 
crucial. In essence, the life course perspective provides a framework and guide for policy makers in the sense that 
they are given an overview of what policies work when and if they play together over time. It serves to direct 
scholars towards to specific policies and to investigate the respective social investment interventions and their 
effects. Table 1 provides an examples of social investment interventions to different policies. 
As such, the life course perspective is not to the same extent capable of describing actors involved in a given social 
investment intervention. That is, it is not concerned with explicitly describing ‘how’ the interventions work, it is 
only capable of directing attention towards the different life transitions and the policies having a great effect on 
these. The qualitative part about the workings of social investment interventions is not inherent in the model. 
There is therefore a need to complement this analytical tool with another more qualitative one, capable of 
describing actual context. 
Figure 1: Social investments over the life course: Policies, returns and transitions - from Kvist, 2015b: 18 
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Table 1: Examples of social investment policies and examples of corresponding interventions 
The holistic orientation of social investments: Boundary spanning as part of a spacial dimension? 
This paper began with describing how the study of social investment interventions lack a qualitative dimension in 
that many studies are concerned with measuring effects of certain interventions and thus becomes more oriented 
towards describing what works instead of how it works. The paper described how social investment problems are 
in essence wicked problems and require collaborative efforts and various types of interventions to resolve. These 
interventions are effectively mapped by the life course perspective that shows how different policies and therefore 
intervening measures interrelate and reinforce each other through time as they target different paths and transitions 
in people’s lives. The short coming of the life course perspective is that it has not been developed in social 
investment terms to comprehend the qualitative dimension or context of the interventions. 
This section will build on this and show how boundary spanning can add to a qualitative dimension by providing 
insights into the how – that is the knowledge about specific collaborative efforts required to execute social policies 
effectively. 
What then can boundary spanning contribute with? 
Recall from the beginning of the chapter that the boundary spanning function can be dedicated or a part of another 
job. Table 2 is a reproduction of Williams’ table (2012: 58) describing the different roles of boundary spanners. 
The four dominant roles are reticulist, interpreter/communicator, coordinator, and entrepreneur and these impact 
how one can study the existence of boundary spanners and their functions. 
The first one, the reticulist, maybe the most recognisable. She is someone concerned with the reticular, that is the 
netlike or complex – a very fitting description for a spanner of boundaries. She is concerned with bridging different 
communities of practice via her function as an informational intermediary or a gatekeeper of knowledge. She is a 
sublime networker, capable of managing several relationships, interdependencies and their linkages, coping 
sensitively with differential power relations, and is often involved in diplomacy, negotiation and persuasion 
between different interests, professions and organisations (ibid: 58). 
Acknowledging that social investment interventions are wicked in nature it is interesting to see how such actors 
serve to bind a number of areas together. In terms of ECEC for example, it would be worth investigating how it 
makes possible that pedagogues, teachers and special teachers work effectively together with psychologists, 
physicists and social workers and how these work together with the school, municipality and the children’s family. 
Who is bridging knowledge between these individuals? How is the network of the different professions managed? 
Examples of social investment policies Examples of social investment interventions 
 Prenatal care 
 Early childhood education & care 
 Parent programmes 
 Training 
 Active labour market policies 
 Life-long learning 
 Rehabilitation 
 First visit in first trimester 
 HighScope 
 Incredible Years 
 Dual vocational training 
 JSA model 
 General adult education 
 Housing adaptations 
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Is it a dedicated individual such as a school administrator or is it a function of the teacher? How big is the network 
and how many professions are working together? Multidisciplinary teams can be discovered and disentangled and 
created while collaboration and knowledge sharing with other teams can be investigated. What is deemed best 
practice? How does the multidisciplinary teams in a specific intervention work together with other professionals? 
Table 2: Boundary spanners' roles and competencies – reproduced from Williams, 2012: 58 
The second one is the interpreter or communicator. She is concerned with being able to span over several cultural 
boundaries and is capable of uniting these by framing common goals (ibid: 59). She is an adept listener, empathetic, 
has the ability to build trust and resolute conflicts. The communicator is especially concerned with personal 
relationships and is aware of their sensitivity (ibid). 
In terms of parent programmes or active labour market policy it is important for the social worker to both manage 
the demands and administrative culture of her mother organisation, but also be able to communicate effectively 
with individuals from various social, economic and religious backgrounds. What does the social worker need to 
understand about the client’s background and culture to effectively create results that the administration demands? 
Or what does the teacher or pedagogue in an ECEC programme need to know to accommodate the difficulties of 
a child whose parents are of foreign origin or who perhaps are alcoholics? In terms of prenatal care how do you 
get pregnant drug using women to commit themselves to physical and psychological examination to prevent 
permanent damage to the unborn child? Or how do you convince soon to be parents that the first visit by a midwife 
in the first trimester is beneficial to the child’s health? 
Boundary spanner roles Dominant images Main competences 
 Reticulist 
 
 Informational 
intermediary, gatekeeper, 
entrepreneur of power 
 
 Networking, political 
sensitivity, diplomacy, 
bargaining, negotiation, 
persuasion 
 Interpreter/communicator 
 
 Culture breaker, frame 
articulator 
 Interpersonal, listening, 
empathising, 
communication, 
sensemaking, trust 
building, conflict 
management 
 Coordinator 
 
 Liaison person, organiser  Planning, coordination, 
servicing, 
administration, 
information 
management, 
monitoring, 
communication 
 Entrepreneur  Initiator, broker, catalyst  Brokering, innovation, 
whole systems thinking, 
flexibility, lateral 
thinking, opportunistic 
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The third is the coordinator who typically organise collaborative arrangements. This is time consuming but much 
needed to make collaboration run smooth and effective (ibid: 60). 
How are the networks organised and who organises them? Who facilitates the collaboration between different 
interests, professions and organisations? In terms of housing adaptations what actors are present in the 
development of a municipal plan with the goal of making it easier to live there as an elderly or handicapped? Can 
you develop universal plans for other neighbourhoods or does every neighbourhood has special traits to consider? 
Are the elderly or handicapped themselves a part of the process? Who sits around the table in the end? Does 
specific dates or schedules favour one group over the other?  
The last is the entrepreneur who can bring new knowledge into the organisation and is capable of being listened to. 
She is adept at overcoming ‘systemic barriers’ and is a driver of innovation and creativity (ibid: 59). 
New practices or innovations to existing ones can be developed on site in e.g. prenatal care or ECEC. How can 
the diffusion of knowledge be enhanced between departments, municipalities or even regions? How are innovative 
practices shared and how are they facilitated? Is there a fear of committing failures? Is it a top down innovation 
process or are bottom up views permitted? Why is one intervention adopted in one municipality and not in others? 
And how can others learn about it? Are practitioners encouraged to learn and seek new information? 
Being aware of the different roles of the boundary spanner enables scholars to gain insight into the context and 
causal mechanisms of social investment interventions that need studying. The next section will develop concrete 
hypotheses and problem formulations for further studies based on the ideas generated in this section. 
Developing hypotheses and problem formulations for further studies 
Directing attention to the spacial or qualitative dimension of social investment interventions is important. The 
previous section has shown what ideas and questions the boundary spanning concept can contribute with when 
looking at interventions with the glasses of a boundary spanner. This latter part of the chapter will develop concrete 
qualitative hypotheses and problem formulations for future research. It is however by no means an exhaustion of 
the question and ideas that can be generated by being aware of boundary spanners in the field. 
The set of hypotheses concerns the causal mechanisms of social investment interventions. As interventions 
become increasingly complex to deliver, individuals who understand different interests, professions and 
organisations serve to bind them together in collaboration rather than in sequence. Such individuals must be crucial 
to the functioning of social investment interventions. 
HYPOTHESIS 1: Boundary spanners are part of a causal mechanism contributing to the effectiveness (i.e. impact) 
of social investment interventions. 
To test this hypothesis the following conditions would need to be met: 
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- CONDITION 1.1: The problem (dependent variable) in question must be sufficiently complex that one 
actor or actors in sequence have difficulties in resolving it. Depending on the complexity of the problem 
this condition can lend validity to the hypothesis or weaken it. 
- CONDITION 1.2: If boundary spanners contribute there must be evidence of collaboration in the 
intervention (the intervening variable) across interests, professions or organisations. Passing this condition 
is necessary to allow for further testing of the hypothesis. Failing the condition would mean the elimination 
of the hypothesis. 
- CONDITION 1.3: If such collaboration is to be defined as involving boundary spanning it must be 
possible to identify individuals in the intervention (intervening variable) who take the on the role(s) of a 
reticulist, interpreter/communicator, coordinator, entrepreneur. This condition is necessary to further 
consider boundary spanning as having an effect. Failing it would mean the elimination of the hypothesis. 
- CONDITION 1.4: The incorporation of boundary spanning functions (i.e. network management, 
knowledge sharing and understanding between actors) in the job descriptions or work plans of either 
employees or dedicated individuals will provide sufficient evidence that the hypothesis is correct, but 
cannot exclude other factors from contributing to the effect. 
HYPOTHESIS 2: The specific effect on the target group could not have been achieved without a boundary 
spanning function. 
- CONDITION 2.1: A boundary spanning function is present in the intervention. Failing this eliminates 
the hypothesis. 
- CONDITION 2.2: Removing the boundary spanning function from the equation would nullify or severely 
alter the effect depending on its intensity. Passing this would lend strong legitimacy to the hypothesis, 
while failing it would render it invalid. 
The set of problem formulations concerns the context of social investment interventions that boundary spanners 
are part of: 
PROBLEM FORMULATION 1: How does the respective collaborative networks that boundary spanners bind 
together in a specific intervention look like? 
- RESEARCH QUESTION 1.1: What are the specific interests, professions and organisations involved in 
the intervention? 
- RESEARCH QUESTION 1.2: Who act as nodes, bridges and gatekeepers, is it dedicated functions or as 
part of a job? 
- RESEARCH QUESTION 1.3: What information is shared between individuals in the networks? 
- RESEARCH QUESTION 1.4: How is knowledge managed (i.e. shared, stored, grasped, innovated) in 
the networks? 
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PROBLEM FORMULATION 2: What does it take to make different individuals collaborate towards a common 
goal in specific social investment interventions? 
- RESEARCH QUESTION 2.1: How is trust built in this specific intervention? 
- RESEARCH QUESTION 2.2: What characterizes the different backgrounds of the individuals (i.e. if 
involved in service delivery or planning, what type of profession and affiliated organisation or if client, 
what type of social and economic status, or national background?)  
- RESEARCH QUESTION 2.3: Are there a certain organisational, administrative, professional demands 
and cultures to take into account? Do they conflict with each other or the views of the client(s)? 
As is evident these hypotheses and problem formulations involving a boundary spanning concept helps to highlight 
the intricacy of social investment interventions. Looking at the interventions with these glasses on illustrate quite 
a different view on them compared to looking for their effects. However, effect studies are needed to constantly 
ask which types of interventions work and to what extent. It would have been a fumbling in the dark for clues had 
scholars not focused on effect studies and hereby contributed greatly with knowledge to the social investment 
policy portfolio of policy makers. Now, however, attention needs to be directed at both the causal mechanisms 
and the context of social investment interventions. The boundary spanning concept can contribute with valuable 
insights about how these interventions work and why they work as they do. Such qualitative concepts will help 
guide scholars for gathering of specific information and testing of hypotheses. They will help policy makers and 
administrators decide how to achieve effective implementation of the interventions they already know work. 
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Chapter Five – Conclusion 
Bringing research down to ‘earth’ 
By now, the effects of social investment interventions has been extensively studied. Preparing and protecting 
individuals against new social risks provide them with increased capabilities giving them more opportunities in life. 
Individuals with more opportunities are less risk averse – they take longer educations, they have more children and 
aim for better jobs, while passing on to their children even better opportunities. In all, they contribute more to 
society over the duration of their life and this eventually shows, however indirectly, on the public budgets. There 
is less attention directed at the qualitative dimension of causal mechanisms and context. 
By recognising these effects, the extent to which they have been studied and the need for qualitative studies because 
social investment interventions are inherently complex to resolve, this paper presented the following problem 
formulation: What new insights and ideas can the analysis of boundary spanning functions add to the 
study of social investment interventions? 
Since social investment problems are inherently wicked, there is a need for collaboration to resolve them. Boundary 
spanners are adept at uniting different interests, professions and organizations in intense collaboration and problem 
resolving. Therefore boundary spanners must exist to at least a certain extent in social investment interventions.  
However, the effect studies have been guided by a temporal concept directing attention to the effects on the 
individual, whereas a spacial or qualitative concept is needed to direct attention towards the interventions 
themselves, their causal mechanisms and context. 
The life cycle perspective was discarded in favour of the life course perspective which contributes with an overview 
of ‘what’ policies to focus on ‘when’ for maximal returns, but the life course perspective is not to the same extent 
capable of providing a ‘how’. 
The paper has showed how there is a need for a qualitative dimension and that boundary spanning can contribute 
with valuable insights to this. Boundary spanning is only one part of the comprehensive context and causal 
mechanisms of these interventions, but it addresses the interesting collaborative efforts that actors and institutions 
take part in. This relationship between social investment interventions, the life course perspective and the boundary 
spanning concept is summarised in Table 3. 
The strength of viewing social investment interventions through the glasses of boundary spanning is that the 
complexity in delivery of effective interventions is highlighted. With the concept scholars are able to make sense 
if, to what extent and how different interests, professions, departments and governmental levels speak together to 
tackle complex problems. This concept can provide policy makers with knowledge on how the interventions work 
and knowing this eases implementation procedures. 
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Social investment 
interventions 
Life course (time) Boundary spanning (space) 
 Addresses complex 
problems 
 Holistic approach to 
problem resolving 
 Interventions 
require much 
knowledge 
 Several professions 
and managerial 
levels work together 
 Addresses human life 
trajectories 
 Describes how policies 
interrelate and how effects 
accumulate and reinforce over 
time 
 Can help map policy areas that 
should share knowledge over 
time 
 Can map various influences and 
factors shaping life trajectories 
 Addresses ‘wicked 
problems’ 
 Describes how interventions 
consist of specific 
collaborating actors 
 Can help show how 
knowledge is diffused 
between actors 
 Can map actors involved in 
interventions 
Table 3: Overview of the relationship between the study of social investment interventions, life course and boundary spanning 
The boundary spanners may have different roles depending on where they work and they may exist in 
interventions. The reticulist is specifically concerned with network management and functions as an informational 
intermediary. She can be concerned with bridging knowledge between teachers, psychologist, social workers and 
other ‘bureaucrats’. The interpreter/communicator is concerned with cultural boundaries and is capable of managing 
people from diverse background such as for example drug users and hospital personnel. The coordinator is 
concerned with organizing collaboration between different interests, professions and organizations such as 
between handicapped people, the municipality planning housing adaptations to accommodate the needs of 
handicapped and constructors. The entrepreneur is concerned with overcoming systemic barriers and brings in new 
knowledge. Best practices and knowledge of new interventions or practices is shared and diffused by her. 
On the basis of these ideas the paper has developed hypotheses and problem formulations for further research. 
These are summarised in Table 4. They are by no means exhaustive of the research area but it is an example of 
what can be achieved if scholars pause in their search for effects and instead look for explanations and descriptions. 
Hypothesis 1 Boundary spanners are part of a causal mechanism contributing to the effectiveness 
(i.e. impact) of social investment interventions. 
Hypothesis 2 The specific effect on the target group could not have been achieved without a 
boundary spanning function. 
Problem formulation 1 How does the respective collaborative networks that boundary spanners bind 
together in a specific intervention look like? 
Problem formulation 2 What does it take to make different individuals collaborate towards a common goal 
in specific social investment interventions? 
Table 4: Summary of qualitatively oriented hypotheses and problem formulations 
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